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 In eastern Hiroshima Prefecture lies the city of Fukuyama, with a population of 470,000. About 1 

kilometer south of Fukuyama Station is the Kita School Oshima Noh Theater. Although it was 

destroyed in the firebombing of Fukuyama just before the end of World War II, the theater was 

rebuilt twice by Hisami Oshima, the third generation of the family’s Noh performers. He was 

convinced that Noh could not be promoted in outlying regions without a Noh theater, no matter how 

small. Though it has received no support or recognition from the City of Fukuyama or Hiroshima 

Prefecture, the Oshima Noh Theater is a valuable asset to them as well as to the Kita School of Noh. 

The theater, the only privately owned Noh theater, was originally built nearly 100 years ago in 

April 1914 by Hisatarō Oshima, the second generation of the family’s Noh performers. A special 

performance marking the centennial of the theater’s founding was held slightly early on Dec. 22. An 

audience of 400, including people from England as well as throughout Japan, packed the theater for 

the performance, the 236th in the theater’s history. 

The theater’s regularly scheduled performances began in March 1958 with Yoroboshi featuring 

Hisami Oshima and Funa Benkei featuring Roppeita Kita, the 16th head of the Kita School. Because 

performers must be brought in from out of town, costs are comparatively high, and the performances 

almost certainly lose money. Nevertheless the theater has continued to put on four or five 

performances a year for more than 55 years, a record unmatched by any other privately staged series 

of performances in any school of Noh. 

On November 3, the Chugoku Shimbun’s Chugoku Cultural Award was at last awarded to 

Masanobu Oshima, the fourth generation of the family’s performers, in recognition of his 

achievements over the years and the efforts of the entire Oshima family to promote Noh. And on 

December 7 it was announced that the Hosei University Noh Drama Prize in Memory of Kanze Hisao 

had been awarded to the Oshima Noh Theater. I was, quite frankly, pleased that the two prizes 

coincided with the centennial. 

The centennial program featured performances of Tokusa with Masanobu Oshima, Bōshibari with 

Mansai Nomura, and Shakkyō with Akio Shiotsu and Teruhisa Oshima. Six shimai dances were also 

performed, making for an unusual program. The splendid cast of Tokusa, a rarely performed hikyoku, 

featured two living national treasures: Tadao Kamei on hip drum and Akiyo Tomoeda as the lead 

performer of the chorus. 

Tokusa, one of the so-called omonarai plays that performers cannot undertake until reaching an 

appropriate age, is the story of a reunion between a father and his young son. The monogurui 
(crazed) old man dons his son’s robe and dances. The sight of the weeping father created an 

atmosphere that differed from that of Noh plays featuring a reunion between a mother and child and 

was even more poignant. The combination of the dignified carriage and dancing of Masanobu, 71, 

and his adorable grandson, Iori, 5, in the role of the son made for a wonderful, affecting performance.  

Accustomed to playing in the Noh theater, Iori sometimes begs to have the platform brought out so 

he can practice the lion dance from Shakkyō. And when he has time, he watches performances by his 

father and grandfather on DVD and imitates them. I sense promise in the sixth generation of the 

Oshima family.  

The han-noh (abbreviated style of performance) featuring the lion dance from Shakkyō lasts less 

than 20 minutes, but it is a celebratory play that was perfectly suited to marking the theater’s 

centennial. Akio Shiotsu, 69, was the white lion, while the red lion was performed by Teruhisa 

Oshima, 37, the fifth generation of Noh performers in the Oshima family. Teruhisa has studied under 

Mr. Shiotsu for 20 years, and the two were perfectly synchronized and displayed sharp footwork and 

movements in this dance of father and son lions. I was amazed when I saw Mr. Shiotsu, who was not 

the least bit winded, leap onto the platform in the anza (cross-legged) position. The sounds, ma 

(pauses) and kakegoe (calls) of the tsuyu no hyōshi and ranjo of the musicians (Shintaro Sugi on flute, 

Ichiro Kissaka on shoulder drum, Hirotada Kamei on hip drum and Mitsunori Maekawa on stick 



drum) were truly superb. So, although the performance was short, it was very exciting. 

I have been watching Noh performances for 50 years and have known the Oshima family for 20 

years. I have also visited about 60 Noh theaters all over Japan, but I know of no other Noh theater 

that is as pleasant as the Oshima Noh Theater. During regular performances, Yasuko Oshima, 

Masanobu’s wife, is attentive to patrons’ needs, and the hospitality of the entire family is infused 

with cheerfulness and warmth. The facility also has several other features not found at other Noh 

theaters such as the distribution of viewing guides and explanations of the plays by Noh performers 

as well as no-host parties after each performance. 

In September 2003 a portion of the building’s first floor was remodeled and named Kashinokibana. 

Meals and tea are served there when regular performances are held. Noh costumes, dolls, musical 

instruments, books and photographs are on display, and visitors can learn more about Noh by 

watching a video. Children and foreign students can get a taste of Noh on the stage or in 

Kashinokibana, making this a learning center and cosmopolitan source of information on Noh that is 

rare even in Japan.  

On another note, every year the Hiroshima City of the Future Foundation holds a Noh workshop 

for children. Although run under the auspices of the local government, which places importance on 

treating each school of Noh even-handedly, instruction at the workshop is always left up to sisters 

Kinue, Fumie and Norie Oshima, who are all excellent teachers. One reason is that no other school of 

Noh could provide hakama, kimonos and fans for 100 children as the Oshima family does.  

For years people have been sounding the alarm about the decline in the number of practitioners of 

Noh, but the efforts of the Oshima Noh Theater in provincial Fukuyama to promote Noh outstrip 

those of the many Noh theaters in the metropolitan Tokyo and Osaka areas. I highly recommend you 

take in one of the theater’s performances, which are well worth seeing, or attend one of their 

workshops. 
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